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A critical review of human resource management studies
(1978–2007) in the People’s Republic of China
Connie Zhenga* and David Lamondb
aSchool of Management, College of Business, RMIT University, Australia; bNottingham
Business School, Nottingham Trent University, Nottingham, UK
The study reviews the empirical studies on human resource management (HRM)
practices in mainland China published in 26 leading international journals across the
span of 30 years in the period 1978–2007. We intend to achieve three aims in this
review: (1) to take an inventory of what have been done so far in the field of HRM
studies in China; (2) to critically evaluate the development of Chinese HRM practices
in the past 30 years; and (3) to identify research gaps for what needs to be done in the
future. Along with this critical review, we also examine which research methods have
been used in the empirical inquiries; where the research has been published; and who
has made the most contribution in the field of Chinese HRM studies. We conclude that
what is known is comparative rather than definitive, with HRM in China treated as a
subset of international HRM, rather than as a mainstream issue. With a quarter of the
world’s population affected by an understanding of what constitutes better HRM in
China, we call for a more inclusive, collaborative approach to further theorising and
substantiating HRM studies by researchers inside and outside China.
Keywords: China; human resource management; international; institutional; manage-
ment; performance; personnel; work practices
Introduction
China has the world’s largest population – one in four people walking on the world’s
streets can be identified as Chinese from Mainland China (Tsui, Schoonhoven, Meyer, Lau
and Milkovich 2004). China’s rapid economic development is often touted as a miracle
(Stiglitz and Yusuf 2001), as compared to the growth of the overall world economy
(Yeung, Warner and Rowley 2008). These bald statements about China and its economic
success beg the question of how China has managed with such a large population and
achieved the economic growth of recent times. Is it the people? Is it the economic system
within which they are embedded? Or is it the combination of its people and the system that
has contributed to China’s miracle? While these questions continue to be asked and
attempts are made to answer them, Helburn and Shearer (1984) noted that ‘one of the most
important but least understood elements of the economic system of the Peoples’ Republic
of China is that of human resource management’ (p. 3). Indeed, we are left to ask, in the 30
years since China’s economic reform started in 1978, and years of conducting
management studies on China (see previous reviews by Peng, Lu, Shenkar and Wang
2001; Li and Tsui 2002; Quer, Claver and Rienda 2007; Zhu, Thomson and De Cieri
2008), whether we have developed a better understanding of human resource management
(HRM) in China? The complementary question to this, of course, is what else do we need
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to know? It is in order to provide answers to these questions that we present this
review of the empirical studies of Chinese HRM over the 30 years from 1978 to 2007
(inclusive).
Schurman (1960) proffered an early discussion on China’s ‘contradictions’ and
‘democratic centralism’ theories that had fundamentally guided the organisational
principles of the Chinese Communist Party since the establishment of the new China in
1949. It is likely that these macro-level principles affected Chinese enterprise management
in one way or another. However, at the micro level, Stephen Andors (1977) perhaps was
the first western scholar who seriously examined some management complexities
encountered by Chinese enterprises during the Mao Zedong era. As economic reforms
swept across the country from 1978 onward, rapid changes to management practices took
place (e.g., Chastain 1982; Jones 1984). Labour policies about the hiring, payment and
rewarding of industrial labour were renewed immediately following Deng Xiaoping’s
accession to power. Shirk (1981) has provided an account and critique of these new labour
policies. The seminal investigation on human resource management practices, however,
was not conducted until 1984, by Helburn and Shearer, looking at overall human resources
and industrial relations systems in China. This was followed by the well-cited empirical
study conducted by Warner (1986a). Since then, there has been great interest among
international management scholars in studying HRM practices in China, and a rich body of
literature has developed (see, for example, Warner 1997; Warner and Zhu 2002; Warner
2003). A list of review papers related to different topics published from 1988-2008 is
provided in Appendix 1.
Several comprehensive reviews on general organisation and management studies in
China have been undertaken over the last decade or so (see for example, Shenkar 1994;
Peng et al. 2001; Li and Tsui 2002; Tsui et al. 2004; Quer et al. 2007), but they do not
specifically address HRM in China. A recent review of HRM research in Chinese firms, by
Zhu, Thomson and De Cieri (2008, p. 135) has been able ‘to furnish a broad perspective of
HRM in China’ , but it does not critique the substance of empirical studies as we intend to
do in this review. Moreover, methodologically, to include articles relating both to
organizational behaviour (OB) and HRM – the approach taken by most prior reviews,
including Zhu, Thomson and De Cieri 2008 – has inherent flaws, losing the key focus on
addressing the issue of HRM.
HRM and OB are, of course, closely interwoven (cf. Guest 1989; Storey 1992; Legge
1995; Burnes 2000) and it is not our intention to rehearse the ‘soft’ versus ‘hard’ HRM
debate. The key reason for separating HRM from OB study is that, while HRM and OB are
both about ‘managing people’ , as disciplines they focus on different aspects and levels
within the organisation, and answer different questions (much like sociology and
psychology). Examining the ‘what’ questions, a HRM approach operates at the
macro-level of the organisation and aims to identify the effectiveness of HR management
practices in achieving organizational objectives. An OB approach, on the other hand,
builds on contributions from a number of behavioural disciplines such as psychology,
sociology, social psychology, anthropology, and political science and operating from the
micro- and meso-organisational levels, examines the ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions and aims
to identify the reasons for the effectiveness (or lack of it).
Having said that, we are indebted to the knowledge and insights gained from a number
of previous Chinese HRM-related reviews (see Appendix 1). For example, at the early
stage of the economic reform, the influence of selection and appointment of the Party
leadership team both at the governmental and enterprise levels was discussed (Manion
1985). The possibility of transferring the western HRM technology to those joint ventures
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operating in China was posited (Von Glinow and Teagarden 1988). In addition, the
possibility of effective reform of the compensation (Shenkar and Chow 1989) and
management education and training systems (Warner 1986b; Borgonjon and Vanhonacker
1994) during the reform period was evaluated; and the impacts of the Chinese state planning
on overall staffing practices were assessed (Holton 1990). Researchers at the time speculated
about what would happen to HRM in China as a result of the deepening economic
reforms (Cyr and Frost 1991; Tsang 1994; Warner 1996a, 1996b; Croll 1999; Zhu and
Dowling 2000).
As knowledge about management practices in China developed, particularly after
2000, the development of a specific human resource system and general industrial
relations framework underpinning Chinese HR management practices was examined. For
instance, Ding and Warner (2001) focused on evaluating the Chinese labour management
system and its effectiveness of breaking ‘the three irons‘ (iron bowl, iron wage and iron
position). Similarly, Morris, Sheehan and Hassard (2001) speculated on the changes of
work-unit relationships among state-owned enterprises as a result of the shift from the
lifetime employment (iron bowl) arrangement to state-worker contracts. Smith (2003)
examined the source and development of the dormitory labour system as it relates to what
were seen as paternalistic management practices in China. This paternalistic management
style is also seen to be shared by those firms operating in Japan and Korea, so the
comparison of labour control and provision of other material support for factories
operating in three countries as a way of dismantling organised labour or trade unions was
examined by Nichols et al. (2004). The potential of new developments and future work
forms in China were speculated on by Hassard, Morris and Sheehan (2004).
By and large, researchers were also concerned about the different approaches to
corporate governance (Kimber, Lipton and O’Neill 2005); HRM models (Chen and
Wilson 2003; Rowley, Benson and Warner 2004), and the comparative influence of trade
unions and IR systems in China and other countries (Frenkel and Peetz 1998; Frenkel
2001; Frenkel and Kuruvilla 2002; Kuruvilla and Erickson 2002; Westwood, Chan and
Linstead 2004; Clarke 2005). In terms of understanding specific combinations of Chinese
HRM practices, Cooke (2004a) provided a chronicle of the evolution of the public-sector
pay systems in China from 1949 to 2001. Other scholars discussed the potential impact of
the WTO access (Zhu and Warner 2004), the new initiative-social protection scheme
(Zhu and Nyland 2004), and even SARS (Lee and Warner 2006) on the overall HRM in
China.
Zhu and Warner (2004) have argued that the role of HRM in Chinese enterprises will
continue to be even more important as they enter the world stage following the 2001 WTO
access. Indeed, it is not unreasonable to predict that the influence of contemporary Chinese
people management practices in the global arena may come to be seen to be equivalent to
their Japanese counterparts in the late 1970s and 1980s (Tsui et al. 2004, p. 141). Further
theorising and developing the China HRM model may lead to the establishment of a truly
global HRM system, which is currently lacking. In the most recent reassessment of HRM
with ‘Chinese characteristics’ , Warner (2008) concludes that ‘Chinese theory and practice
of people-management has progressed’ quite rapidly and that ‘people-management in
China has moved further along the road than what we might have conceded a decade ago’
(p. 795). Accordingly, China HRM, as an area of endeavour, deserves its own separate
analysis. It is, therefore, time for taking ‘inventory of what has been done‘ and identifying
‘new direction and challenges for the future‘ (Peng et al. 2001, p. 95).
C. Zheng and D. Lamond2196
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Research methods
What journals were included in the review?
For the sake of meaningful comparison and commentary regarding previous reviews, the
selection of journals to be included in the current review follows the choices made in
the earlier Chinese management and organisation reviews by Li and Tsui (2002), Peng
et al. (2001) and Quer et al. (2007). Like them, we also focus on the high quality
international business and management journals listed under the Thomson Social Sciences
Citation Index (SSCI). Because of our specific emphasis on HRM in China, we
additionally cover the leading HRM and general management journals in Asia Pacific,
which were listed by the ranking of scholarly journals in international HRM compiled by
Caligiuri (1999). The comparison of journals included in the current review and those past
reviews is displayed in Table 1.
Three journals (Management International Review, Journal of International
Management, Asia Pacific Journal of Human Resources) were not listed by the SSCI.1
Nevertheless, they were ranked within the top ten high impact journals on the sub-field of
international HRM (Caligiuri 1999, pp. 517–518). We also include, in line with the earlier
reviews, China Quarterly – a well-known journal for its authoritativeness in publishing
China-focused articles; and an area journal such as Asia Pacific Journal of Management as
it ‘has the longest history among Asian journals’ and ‘is also most prestigious’ (Peng et al.
2001, p. 96). Two UK journals (Industrial Relations Journal and Human Resource
Management Journal) were included because they focus on publishing HR/IR-related
research and inspection of the tables of contents suggested that some China-focused
studies had been captured by these journal outlets. We did not examine in much detail
either the Asia Pacific Business Review, as it only had a few HRM articles over the period,
or Management and Organization Review, for the same reason and as it was only accorded
SSCI status in 2008.
What kind of papers were included in the review?
Like Li and Tsui (2002), Peng et al. (2001) and Quer et al. (2007), we included only
empirical studies in our review. To obtain these papers, our initial search of the selected
journals, via the ProQuest database, used only the key word ‘China’ in the citation and
abstract, similar to the approach adopted by Li and Tsui (2002). However, ‘personnel
management’ was keyed in particularly for the China Quarterly from the alternative
database JSOR Arts and Science from the period 1960–2007. Over 400 relevant papers
were reviewed, but most papers are related to topics other than personnel/HR
management. We identified only three review papers (Shirk 1981; Warner 1986b; Croll
1999) and three empirical studies (Wong 1989; Bian 1994; Xiao and Tsang 1999) closely
related to HRM published prior to 2000.
In addition to considering the data from the overall time period, we segmented into two
time periods, using the 2000 millennium as a break point, to compare the differences in
volume and emphases of the HRM in China studies for the two periods (period 1978–1999
and period 2000–2007). The end date was 31 December 2007. Several journal databases
did not include the last issue published in 2007, while some journals had the first issue for
2008 already available in the database – these articles have been excluded. We separately
tabulated all general review and conceptual papers as displayed in Appendix 1 as
discussed earlier. We then divided all papers retained, using content analysis, into three
categories: (1) those discussing HRM practices in China (the focus of our review); (2)
those discussing organisational behaviour (OB) in firms operating in China; and (3) others
The International Journal of Human Resource Management 2197
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with neither an HRM nor OB focus (these covered studies relating to economics,
sociology, political science, finance, accounting, marketing and international business).
Not surprisingly perhaps, given the foregoing discussion, in the process of selecting
studies, some difficulties were experienced in separating the HRM-related papers from
those with an OB focus. To clearly separate the studies in the two disciplines, a list of
HRM-related keywords and classification codes was created. The papers included
in the current review had to meet two criteria: they had to contain at least one key word
from the HRM subject areas; and belong to at least one of the listed HR-related
classifications.
The product of all these deliberations was that a total of 28 articles among 176 studies
on China in the period of 1978–1999 (16%) were identified as relating to HRM, while
there were 79 HRM papers out of 332 empirical studies (24%) in the period of 2000–2007
(see Table 2). A total of 107 empirical studies on HRM in China published in the selected
world leading journals in the field represents a bundle of real ‘treasures in the China house’
(Peng et al. 2001). Moreover, the later period, though shorter length, saw more than
three times the number of empirical studies relating to HRM in China, at a time where the
total number of empirical studies was a little less than double. This suggests a
dramatic increase of academic interest and endeavour to build the body of literature
about HRM in China. This further provides us with confidence to justify the conduct of
this review and the value of disseminating the knowledge about what have been done
so far.
Results
Main focus of HRM in China research
Surveying the 107 studies in the span of 30 years’ inquiry about HRM in China, 17 topics
were broadly examined (see Table 3). The largest single category of studies, representing
about 20% of the sample, focused on examining the employment relations/industrial
relations framework as well as the general HRM context in China. This is likely to be due
largely to two reasons. First, the operational role of trade unions in China is quite different
to that in other industrialised countries in the world. Trade unions often serve as the
Chinese Communist Party’s spokespeople in assisting its implementation of the economic
reform agenda (see Tsang 1994; Zheng, Morrison and O’Neill 2006) and in building a
harmonious society (Warner 2007), rather than directly representing the workers/
employees’ interests, as they are perceived to do in the West. This spokesperson role, quite
different from the operation of trade unions in the West, appears to have stimulated
interest amongst scholars outside, and prompted them to conduct more investigations
(Helburn and Shearer 1984).
Second, from an institutional perspective, HRM perhaps represents the most fluid
concept when it is operating in a high uncertainty environment (Daft 2007), such as China.
Hence, management and organisation scholars and researchers may focus most on
examining how organisations respond to the uncertain environmental conditions and make
strategic HRM choices (Goodstein 1994). The unique and sometimes bizarre institutional
framework underpinning HRM practices in China may have piqued researchers’ interest.
For example, contractual labour relations were introduced when the economic reforms
first started in the 1970s, yet, the draft of the Labour Contract Law was not made effective
until 2007 (Shen 2007) and, indeed, employers and employees alike are still waiting for
clarification of key aspects of the implementation of the law (cf. Tsang 2008). Therefore,
for the past 20 to 30 years, the studies on the context of HRM and how the overall labour
The International Journal of Human Resource Management 2199
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Table 2. Comparison of the number of empirical studies on China overall and HRM in China in
two periods: 1978–1999 and 2000–2007.
1978–1999 2000–2007
Journals in the
current review
No. of empirical studies
on China overall
No. of empirical
studies on HRM
No. of empirical studies
on China overall
No. of empirical
studies on HRM
AMJ 8 0 15 1
AMR 2 0 2 0
ASQ 6 1 2 0
APJHR 41 1 42 1
APJM 103 0 334 3
CQ 65 3 – 0
HR 2 0 8 1
HRM 16 1 1 1
HRMJ 47 2 2 1
ILRR 1 1 08 0
IR 2 2 29 2
IRJ 110 1 211 2
IJHRM 1312 11 7013 53
JAP 4 0 9 0
JCCP 2214 1 21 0
JIBS 27 2 5315 5
JIM 216 0 6 0
JMS 4 0 2417 1
JOB 4 0 7 0
MIR 21 018 17 2
MS 4 0 2 0
OS 519 0 15 0
OSt 1720 1 9 2
PP 2 0 4 3
SMJ 521 0 20 0
WES 222 1 4 1
Total 176 28 332 79
Notes:
1. Five articles in total with one review paper by Zhao (1994).
2. Six papers with key word ‘China’ , including two review papers.
3. period covered: 1991-1999.
4. 81 articles with key word ‘China’ , but there were 16 review/conceptual papers, 32 papers are non-OB/HRM
and only 33 papers related to organisation and management in China.
5. Numerous essays and review papers on China when searching with a key word ‘personnel management’ from
1960–2007. The first author personally viewed through over 400 papers and identified only three review and
three empirical papers that are directly related to HRM in the period of 1978–1999.
6. Four articles with key word ‘China, but three review papers are excluded.
7. Only available from 1996.
8. Has one review paper on the comparative analysis of IR in China, India, Malaysia, and the Philippines.
9. Six articles with one comparative review of labour relations systems among a number of Asian countries,
including China; and a series of book reviews by Huwe & Kimball (2002; 2003; 2005), which are excluded.
10. One review article is excluded.
11. Two review papers are excluded.
12. Available since 1990.
13. 84 articles with key word ‘China’. There were 10 review/conceptual papers which were excluded. 12 papers
on expatriate management in China (largely contributed by Jan Selmer) were also excluded as most of the studies
focus on managing Western expatriates working in China. The remaining nine papers are OB-related, including
two papers overlapping with HRM.
14. Available from 1992. Most papers related to social and educational psychology, not OB/HRM-oriented.
15. Including 28 non-OB/HRM related papers. 20 papers focused on OB.
16. Available from 1998.
17. Excluding one review paper on HRM.
18. Nonetheless, there is a general discussion paper on ‘Human Resource Management in the People’s Republic
of China‘.
19. Available since 1993.
20. Available since 1981.
21. Available since 1980.
22. Available since 1987.
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and employment relations were managed by organisations in uncertainty within China
dominated in the journal publications.
So-called ‘high-performance’ HRM practices have drawn much attention in recent
years, as a result of pressing demands from business for HRM professionals and
practitioners to demonstrate in solid terms the value and effectiveness of HRM functions
in contributing to organisational performance (Lawler, Boudreau and Mohrman 2006;
Boudreau and Ramstad 2007). In the same way, researchers also have begun to focus on
examining the influence of various strategic HRM practices on enhancing firm
performance in the China context (Sun, Aryee and Law 2007). A total of 14 studies were
devoted to conducting this type of research, representing the second largest category of
research on HRM in China. Among these studies, the moderation effects of social
institution (Law, Tse and Zhou 2003), relationship (guanxi) network (Sun et al. 2007) and
different ownership (e.g., Bjorkman and Fan 2002; Gong, Shenkar, Luo and Nyaw 2005;
Zheng et al. 2006) on high performance HRM practices were predominant, suggesting that
the main concern of researchers is still with the context of HRM practices in China.
Although China claims that it had personnel administrative systems long before the
introduction of the western concept of HRM (Zhu and Dowling 1994), a central concern
for researchers appears to have been the compatibility of Chinese personnel management
systems with western HRM practices. Therefore, there has been a relatively strong focus
on comparing HRM practices among companies owned by foreigners or joint ventured
entities and by those state agencies or home-grown domestic Chinese firms (e.g. Ding,
Goodall and Warner 2000; Zhu and Dowling 2002). In addition to the comparison of
HRM practices with different firm ownership, there are also some interests on comparing
HRM practices according to different enterprise size (e.g., Cooke 2005). This category of
comparing general HRM functions according to different firm size and ownership has
about 12% of the 107 empirical studies, representing the third main area of research.
Researchers from outside China also appear to be concerned with how successfully the
western concept of HRM could be transferred to China, in particular via international joint
ventures or independent foreign firms. Ten studies were devoted to examine the possibility
of localising and standardising global HRM strategy in China. The conclusion drawn from
these studies is often, however, that this is not possible in the context of China (Walsh and
Zhu 2007; Wilson, Chen and Erakovic 2006), in part because of the complex institutional
factors as mentioned earlier.
While the above-mentioned studies largely focused on the analysis of bundles of HRM
practices in China, there were some studies focusing on specific HR functions, such as
compensation and rewards (10 studies); recruitment and selection (6 studies); training and
development (5 studies), performance evaluation (3 studies); employee participation
and HR planning (one study in each category). The rising interest in examining the quality
and effectiveness of HRM practices was reflected in four studies. With China’s continuous
pursuit of its integration strategy into the global economy (Nankervis and Ngok 2007), a
dimension of Chinese outbound foreign direct investment (FDI) is much less noticeable
than its large volume of inflow FDI till recent times (Cai 1999). Corresponding to this
novel development, a number of studies (4 in total) have been devoted to examine
particular HRM practices for those globalising Chinese companies. Furthermore,
overlapping with some work in the field of organisational behaviour, a number of studies
focus on examining psychological contracts, the effect of HRM or provision of family
friendly work-life balance (WLB) programs in enhancing job satisfaction, employee
motivation and organisational commitment (see Table 3).
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Overall then, the main focus was on examining the institutional framework and unique
contexts of HRM practices in China. The impact of ownership, along with the effective
transfer of HRM from the West to China, was also the predominant concern of the
researchers studying HRM in China.
How were the studies carried out?
The studies were categorised according to their samples/firm types and the research
methods used. A greater number of the studies focused purely on HRM of those firms or
employees in China (58) than those on foreign firms or joint ventures firms (29). This
suggests a keener interest in identifying what has been practised within firms operating in
China than to know what has happened to HRM practices when transferred from outside to
those foreign and joint venture firms established in China. In contrast, only 8 papers were
devoted to comparing HRM practices inside and outside China in the period 1978–1999
and 12 in the period 2000–2007 (see Table 4).
Research methods used in the earlier period 1978–1999 were predominantly
qualitative; while in the period of 2000-2007 the studies published were largely based on
quantitative data. For instance, 83% of the total 18 studies on Chinese firms and employees
in the period of 1978–1999 were case studies. In contrast, during the period 2000–2007,
68% of the 40 studies on Chinese firms and employees relied on comparison and analysis
of quantitative data. This was also true for the majority of studies on foreign firms during
these periods – 50% of earlier studies were case studies, while there were no case studies
in 2000–2007. Two observations can be made here.
The first is that, perhaps with increasing access to data from the firms based in China
(both local and multinational), studies are adopting more sophisticated research
methodologies commonly used in social science research. The second observation is in
relation to the apparent greater need for researchers in the field of HRM in China to collect
quantitative data based on large sample size in order to publish their work, as it seems the
so-called top tier journals in the field are no longer publishing qualitative case studies,
unless the case study is unique and significant (e.g., Yeung 2006; Liu and Tung 2007; Ngai
and Smith 2007). Collection of large datasets in China is more than challenging for
researchers (Zheng et al. 2006), and sometimes even restricted by various state agencies
(see He 2004; Jacobson 1991; Shenkar 1994). Shenkar (1994) has commented on the
limitations placed by the Chinese government on research activities conducted by foreign
nationals (pp. 10–11). He (2004) was even more critical in regard to recent research
outputs published by those researchers from outside China. In particular she issued a
warning on the appropriateness of using survey instruments to collect quantitative data
inside China, as any population polls and survey questionnaires carried out by foreigners
are strictly subject to the approval and control by the National Bureau of Statistics. This
implies that further publication of works on HRM in China in the top-tier journals may be
quite difficult, if not impossible for researchers working in the field.
This leads us naturally to a consideration of where the research on HRM in China has
been published to date.
Publishing outlets for HRM studies in China
Most of the empirical studies on HRM in China have been published in The International
Journal of Human Resource Management (IJHRM), with 12 papers published during
1978–1999 (almost 40% of the total number of HR papers published in the period), and 53
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papers in 2000–2007 (67%). Insofar as IJHRM was ranked by 25 worldwide HRM experts
as the best journal in which to publish papers relating to International HRM (Caligiuri
1999, p. 518), this would seem to indicate that academics writing in this area treat HRM in
China as a subfield of international HRM and have chosen the journal accordingly as an
outlet suitable for publishing their works. This is especially worthy of note, en passant,
given that the majority of studies reported earlier were carried out on local Chinese firms,
suggesting that the notion of ‘international’ may well be very much a perspective of
researchers from outside of China (De Cieri, Cox and Fenwick 2007). Another top-ranked
journal that publishes extensively on IHRM is the Journal of International Business
Studies (JIBS) (Caligiuri 1999, p. 518). During the period of 1978–2007, the journal
produced a total of 80 empirical studies on China-related topics. Among them, however,
only seven papers (less than 10%) focused on China HRM.
It is surprising to find fewer publications of HRM in China in the country specific and
geographically designated journals such as China Quarterly, Asia Pacific Journal of
Human Resources (APJHR) and Asia Pacific Journal of Management (APJM) in both
periods. The explanation could be that the China Quarterly covers a wide range of topics
on ‘all aspects of ‘anthropology/sociology, literature and the arts, business/economics,
geography, history, international affairs, law, and politics’ (China Quarterly website,
journal description, http://journals.cambridge.org/action/displayJournal?jid¼CQY), this
results in the limited number of papers related to personnel/HR management. APJHR is
the official journal of Australian Institute of Human Resources, so it may have focused on
publishing more studies relating to the Australian HRM issues, rather than HRM in other
countries, even though its journal title refers to the Asia Pacific. Given the journal’s
Southeast Asian base (in Singapore), APJM tends to publish more China-related empirical
studies (cf. Peng et al. 2001; Quer et al. 2007), but, because it is a journal with an emphasis
more on business and general management, it is not surprising to see that only 3 of the 43
studies on China organisation and management published since its establishment in 1991,
were related to HRM.
Investigating the number of papers appearing in the 19 top-tier mainstream SSCI
management and organisation journals (predominantly published in USA, with 4 in the
UK and one in Germany; see Table 2), there is no dramatic increase in the volume of
China-related studies across the selected journals, with exceptions from Journal of
Management Studies (JMS, UK), Strategic Management Journal (SMJ, US) and
Organization Science (OS, US), publishing substantially more papers in the period of
2000–2007 than in 1978–1999. That being said, only 12 of the mainstream journals
sparingly publish HRM-related studies (Table 5). Six journals (AMR, JAP, OS, SMJ, JOB
and MS) did not publish any China HRM-related papers, even though SMJ and OS have
substantially published more papers on China-related topics in recent years. It is
understandable that JAP (13 empirical studies in total) and JOB (11 studies in total)
(Table 2) published more papers related to OB in China, as their journal aims are
organisational behaviour and applied psychology, which is also OB-centred. AMR and
MS may also focus more on general business and management issues than on specific
HRM. Hence, only 30 papers in total were identified as relating to HRM in China, which
were produced in the 12 top tier journals across the span of 30 years (1978–2007)
(see Table 5).
Two observations can be made from Tables 2 and 5 at this point. First, although there
are a number of journal outlets for management and organisation research in the Chinese
context (Li and Tsui 2002, p. 90), researchers focusing on HRM in China may find limited
journal outlets for their work – the International Journal of Human Resource
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Management and a few others. To further establish this point, we investigated another 8
well-known, international management oriented journals – International Studies of
Management and Organisations (ISMO; the only one among the eight not listed in SSCI,
all other seven are the SSCI journals), International Journal of Management Review
(IJMR), Journal of Business Research (JBR), International Journal of Manpower (IJM),
Journal of Management (JOM), Journal of Management Inquiry (JMI), Long Range
Planning (LRP), and International Journal of Selection and Assessment (IJSA). We found
that papers related to China HRM and OB are likely to be published in non-SSCI journals,
such as ISMO (with 16 relevant papers during the period of 1972–2007), in addition to
IJM (7 relevant papers in the period 1980–2007).2 There is similar evidence of papers on
China HRM-related issues being published sparingly in the other six journals.
The second relates to the measurement of research quality. As we shall see in the
following section, researchers examining HRM in China are high calibre scholars from
prestigious institutions. On the other hand, the journals that have published research on
HRM in China tend not to be listed in the SSCI (which has become a key research quality
measure used in the higher education sector across North America, Asia and now
Table 5. Number of empirical papers on China HRM published according to the Journal impact
ranking.
No of China HRM papers
Journal Title
SSCI impact
factor (2006) 1978–1999 2000–2007
Academy of Management Review (AMR) – US 4.515 0 0
Academy of Management Journal (AMJ) -US 3.353 0 1
Journal of Applied Psychology (JAP) – US 2.853 0 0
Organization Science (OS) – US 2.815 0 0
Strategic Management Journal (SMJ) – US 2.632 0 0
Administrative Science Quarterly (ASQ) – US 2.455 1 0
Personnel Psychology (PP) - UK 2.392 0 3
Journal of International Business Studies (JIBS) – US 2.254 2 5
Journal of Management Studies (JMS) -UK 2.000 0 1
Journal of Organizational Behavior (JOB) – US 1.959 0 0
Journal of Cross - Cultural Psychology (JCCP) – US 1.923 1 0
Human Resource Management (HRM) – US 1.855 1 1
Management Science (MS) – US 1.687 0 0
Organization Studies (OSt) - Germany 1.583 1 2
Industrial Relations (IR) – US 1.477 2 2
China Quarterly 1.261 3 0
Work, Employment & Society (WES) - UK 0.986 1 1
Human Relations (HR) – US 0.670 0 1
Industrial & Labor Relations Review (ILRR) – US 0.614 1 0
Sub-total 13 17
International Journal of Human Resource Management 0.503 11 53
Asia Pacific Journal of Human Resources (APJHR)* 1 1
Asia Pacific Journal of Management (APJM)* 0 3
Human Resource Management Journal (HRMJ)* 2 1
Industrial Relations Journal (IRJ)* 1 2
Journal of International Management (JIM)* 0 0
Management International Review (MIR)* 0 2
TOTAL 28 79
Notes: SSCI – Thomson Social Science Citation Index; *not listed in SSCI.
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Australia, for the purposes of selection, tenure and promotion). Even if the journals are
listed in the SSCI, the impact factors are not particularly high (e.g., IJHRM, 0.503;
International Journal of Manpower, 0.085). We therefore question the value of such a
measurement in an area research like HRM in China.
Who have made the most significant contribution to HRM in China studies?
We again follow researchers in the earlier reviews to assess the individual contributions
to the body of literature on China HRM (e.g., Peng et al. 2001; Quer et al. 2007).
However, we deliberately exclude the account of institutional contributions as the
earlier reviews did, because for a long history, the academic labour market constitutes
relatively high mobility rates (Rosenfeld and Jones 1986, 1987; Enders 1998;
Tremblay 2005). It is therefore assumed less significant to refer to the institutional
contribution when individual academics may work in different universities while
publishing their works.
Instead of examining only those authoring the empirical studies, we also include those
authoring the review and conceptual papers as these papers are significant in building the
concrete knowledge in the field. We used the weighting scheme to adjust the overlaps of
author counts, similar to the approach used by Peng et al. (2001) and Li and Tsui (2002). In
total, over 200 individuals whose works on HRM in China appeared in the selected
journals were counted. Among them, 15 scholars are regarded as the top individuals who
have contributed most to HRM in China research during the period 1978–2007 (Table 6).
Malcolm Warner, the first to start the empirical investigation on managing HR in
China (Warner 1986a) tops the list, followed by Daniel Ding, Fang Lee Cooke, Jos
Gamble and Cherrie J. Zhu, whose works are mostly published in the journal outlets other
than those high impact top tier journals. By far, Jan Selmer (Aarhus School of Business,
Denmark from year 2005 and Hong Kong Baptist University, 1995–2004) published the
most work on managing western expatriates in China, over a dozen papers with single
authorship included in the IJHRM and other journal outlets listed in this review. If
Table 6. Top ten individual contribution to China HRM research: 1978–2007.
Authors Ranking Weighting
1. Malcolm Warner – University of Cambridge, UK 1 14.67
2. Daniel Z Ding – City University of Hong Kong 2 9.00
3. Fang Lee Cooke – Manchester Business School, UK 3 8.50
4. Jos Gamble – University of London, UK 4 4.50
5. Cherrie Jiuhua Zhu – Monash University, Australia 5 4.00
6. Oded Shenkar – Tel Aviv University, Israel 6 3.83
7. Stephen J Frenkel – University of New South Wales, Australia 7 3.50
8. Irene Hau Siu Chow – Chinese University of Hong Kong 7 3.50
9. Andy W Chan – Hong Kong Polytechnic University 8 2.50
10. Eric E W K Tsang– Wayne State University, USA 8 2.50
11. Ingmar Bjorkman – Hanken University, INSEAD, Finland 8 2.50
12. Jie Shen – University of South Australia/Monash University, Aust 8 2.50
13. John Benson – University of South Australia 8 2.50
14. Kenneth S Law – University of Iowa/Chinese University of HK 9 2.33
15. Yuan Lu – City University of Hong Kong 9 2.33
16. Ying Zhu – University of Melbourne, Australia 10 2.25
Note: Weighting Rules: 1.5 for sole authorship for each paper; 1 for being the first author in the paper; 0.5 for the
second author; 0.33 for the third author; 0.25 for the fourth author; and 0.20 for the fifth author.
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Selmer’s works were included in this review, he would have topped the list as the most
significant contributor. However, while it is acknowledged that expatriate management is
a very important part of International HRM for those foreign or joint ventures firms
operating in China, it does not capture the HRM issues encountered by Chinese firms.
We believe Selmer’s works deserve a separate review, hence are not included in the
current study.
Most top contributors are Chinese scholars working in Hong Kong universities (30%)
and in western universities located in Australia, UK and USA (30%). However, among the
total of 200 scholars listed, 90 individuals have Chinese names in pinyin. Around 55% of
scholars published in the selected journals are otherwise from the West. Relatively few
researchers who published work in the selected journals were from universities in
Mainland China. This provides a further insight in relation to the ‘mainstream’ issue – the
observations on HRM in Mainland China (at least those published in the English language
journals) are, in the main, not being made by Mainland Chinese scholars but, rather, by
international scholars.
Discussion
What do we already know about HRM research in China?
Reviewing the 107 articles relating to studies on human resource management and
industrial relations in China between 1978–2007 published in the top 26 journals in the
field of organisation and management, we conclude that the body of literature on HRM in
China has developed from being virtually non-existent to now constituting a significant
field of knowledge with contributions from over 200 scholars spreading throughout
prestigious institutions around the globe. However, despite the rapid growth of the
literature in the field, it would appear that there still remains a ‘well-documented bias
against international research at most leading western journals’ (Peng et al. 2001, p. 99),
with 6 of the journals publishing no China HRM empirical research outputs. The bulk of
the papers (65 articles in total) were published in the International Journal of HRM.
Over the past 30 years, only 30 papers relating to HRM in China were published in the 12
top-tier journals.
The first question raised is what is the difference between those published in the
top-tiered journals and those in the less prestigious outlets? We examined the nature of
study, research design and topics covered in those 30 papers (see Table 7) as compared
with the rest of 77 articles. We found the following three characteristics to be the key
elements that set apart those so-called top quality papers from the ordinary ones.
Comparative studies
Among the 30 articles published in the top-tier journals, comparative studies (10 in total)
dominate (30%). Interestingly, only 20 of the 107 articles were based on comparative
study (cf. Table 4), but half of them were published in these journals. Why would the
comparative studies involving China HRM attract more attention of those editors and
reviewers in top-tiered journals? Several explanations can be made here. First, as
discussed earlier, the social and institutional framework underpinning HRM practices in
China is quite different from those in the West; differences perhaps can be highlighted
with contrast and comparison. The second is to do with addressing the issue of equivalent
research instruments (Shenkar 1994). Without testing the appropriateness of research
instruments, it might be easier for researchers, via a comparative study, to identify
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theoretical gaps, measure and control explanatory variables such as those relating cultural
and institutional forces (Peng et al. 2001; Shenkar 1994). Third, since most of leading
journals included in the current review are US-based, it is not unreasonable for
these journals to publish more comparison studies that would build significant knowledge
about how the US companies and people are perceived as compared to others in the
international business research (Shenkar 1994; De Cieri et al. 2007).
However, comparative studies in the China context encounter two pitfalls. One is
that when a country is as ‘unique’ as China, outside researchers tend to take a
‘premature leap to causal paradigm’(Shenkar 1994, p. 26) without sufficient
examination of all factors leading to the differences. The obvious examples are
many claims of cultural and institutional differences (see the results derived from Peng
et al.’s (2001) review about Chinese organisation and management studies), rather than
in-depth analysis of organisational structural complexity and decision-making process
that may have caused the differences (Shenkar 1994; Daft 2007). The second related
issue is that of the direct application of instruments in comparison, which may be
inherently non-comparable. For instance, Adler, Campbell and Laurent (1989) and
Shenkar (1994) both addressed how different Chinese responded to survey
questionnaires, with a very high proportion of Chinese respondents giving what was
regarded as ‘ideal’ rather than ‘real’ answers. Adler et al. (1989) commented on being
‘far too inadequate and premature’ to compare behaviour between Chinese, European
and American managers and felt totally unconvinced to use the western instrument and
adopt a cultural approach in explaining ‘the differences because of the great amount of
within-country variance’ (p. 73).
To overcome this issue of non-comparability, Shenkar (1994) called for comparing
China with those ‘partially similar countries such as Taiwan, Hong Kong or Singapore’
(p. 27), while Li and Tsui (2002) advocated the comparison of management practices
among different types of business enterprises ‘embedded in the complex and continuing
changes in the institutional environment of China’ (p. 99). As a result, we have seen many
empirical studies devoted to this line of research in recent times, in particular those
focusing on comparing different HRM practices among firms with different ownership,
including those joint-ventured and foreign owned. Sadly, however, these papers were less
likely to be captured by the mainstream top-tier journals. Is this simply because the US-
dominant journal editors and reviewers lose interest in the empirical studies lack of
US/Western-China comparison? Or are there other more profound reasons which have
seen the publication of these equally important studies, which have contributed to the
understanding of HRM in China, in other journals? The second characteristic addressed
below seems able to answer this question.
Clear theory application
Both comparative and non-comparative papers published in the top-tier journals were
strongly theory-based, with sophisticated quantitative analysis. Seven papers listed in
Table 7 clearly used well-established high performance HRM theory (Sun et al. 2007; Law
et al. 2003), social network theory (Bian 1994), organisational structural configuration
(Chen, Meindl and Hunt 1997), role models developed in the West (Chan, Feng, Redman
and Snape 2006; Lee, Hui, Tinsley and Niu 2006) and economic modelling (Chow, Fung
and Yue 1999) in their research design, subsequent testing of theories, interpretation of
findings and further building theories. Even though many researchers (e.g., Adler et al.
1989; Shenkar 1994) warned about the problems in directly applying the western theories
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and models to the China context, the well-trained western scholars tend to uphold
‘a healthy theoretical development for the advancement of the knowledge’ (Pye 1992,
p. 1162), even for the area and specific disciplinary study such as China HRM. Scholars
acting as the safe guarders of quality journals may demand the scholarship of area study to
also demonstrate theoretical and analytical rigour, rather than only use ‘a polysyllabic
vocabulary . . . to elucidate the obvious’ (Pye 1992, p. 1162).
Reading the papers published in the less prestigious journals, description of obvious
phenomena in China appears dominant, with common reference to the effect of political,
cultural and institutional factors on the revolutionary change of management practices,
instead of economic, structural and organisational elements (Andors 1977). A significant
number of these empirical studies also applied some western theories and models to test
the findings, but the contribution to the theoretical development in the field of China HRM
tends to be weak. Case study has been advocated to conduct management research in
China (Warner 1986a; Adler et al. 1989), with aims to build grounded theory. However,
theory building emerged from a number of case studies presented in this review is also not
significantly substantial as to actually develop a special HRM theory for China as in the
case for Europe (e.g., Brewster 1995, 2007). Therefore, a lack of clear theoretical
contribution may have disqualified many empirical studies of China HRM to be published
in the top-tier journals.
It appears, after reviewing these two paradigms of studying HRM in China, that we
may have been trapped at two polar ends. One emphasises comparative studies but with
too much focus on the relevance of HRM practices in the West, especially in the US,
putting China simply as an illumination point for the uniqueness of American HRM
(Guest 1989; De Cieri et al. 2007). At the other end, China is placed at the centre for
studying HRM, and most studies failed to pass the theoretical testing of ‘so what’
relevance (Pye 1992, p. 1170). This leads us to a quite incomplete picture of what
constitutes the ‘real’ HRM in China. Cooke (2004b) argued that there may be a ‘third way’
in which good HRM practices may be adopted in the China context through FDI (foreign
direct investment) companies. Indeed, Cooke’s (2004b) view of focusing on examining
HRM practices in the joint-ventured and foreign firms in China has been echoed by the
acceptance of the top-tiered journals of this kind of papers, in some cases by seemingly
overlooking the apparent lack of theoretical application.
Focus on international joint ventured and foreign firms
Six out of 30 top-tiered journal papers focused on examining various HR and
employee/labour relations in the joint ventured and foreign firms operating in China. An
additional 21 papers published in the lesser journal outlets have also contributed to this
line of research since 2000, compared to only two studies during the period 1978–1999.
This trend represents a strong increase in interest to take ‘a more nuanced approach’ in the
study ‘of the HR and employment practices of FDI firms’ in China (Cooke 2004b, p. 31).
The growing interest is perhaps largely due to the ineffective people management
encountered by many multinational companies and their desire to search for the solution to
address this key issue of international management (Dowling and Welch 2004; Nankervis,
Chatterjee and Coffey 2006). A number of empirical studies in the current review provide
evidence for addressing HRM issues among multinational companies in China (e.g.
Frenkel 2001; Gong et al. 2005; Gamble 2006).
Additionally, this line of research tends to emphasise the possibility of localising and
standardising global HRM practices in China, using a well-established ethnocentric
The International Journal of Human Resource Management 2213
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approach to international HRM (e.g., Law, Wong and Wang 2004; Zeira, Yeheskel and
Newburry 2004; Wilson et al. 2006). At the same time, it is now well acknowledged that
such an ethnocentric research emphasis in IHRM, also in the context of China, is likely to
promote the ‘dominance of naı¨ve empiricism’ and lead to ‘the neglect of diverse voices’
(De Cieri et al. 2007, p. 282). Suffice it to say, the greater emphasis on studying the HRM
practices among incoming FDI firms may have led to further neglect of examining the
possible transfer of home-grown Chinese HRM practices of those increasingly outbound
FDI Chinese firms (Zhang 2003; Liu, Buck and Shu 2005). Although the study of
HRM challenges of Chinese multinational companies has expanded in recent years (e.g.
Selmer, Ebrahimi and Li 2000; Shen 2004, 2006; Shen and Edwards 2004), the
development of home-grown international HRM theory to guide this line of research is not
possible without taking an imitation of the western approach (De Cieri et al. 2007). As a
result, one is likely to pose the question as to what actually constitutes a genuine China
HRM model.
The conclusion drawn here is that, via the many comparative studies as reviewed in
this contribution, we now know more about the unique HRM practices of the Western
(especially US) companies than about HRM in China. We can also claim that many
empirical studies adopt the western models to test the HRM theory generalisability to
those firms and employees in China, notwithstanding the possible incompatibility or
inaccuracy of such testing because of likely misunderstanding by Chinese participants of
the research paradigm familiar in the West. It is also perhaps well known now that research
on HRM practices among Chinese firms tend to be largely descriptive, using little more
than raw data, generally lacking in analytical rigor, not to mention of weakness in HRM
theory building. Last, recent strong focus on examining HRM practices of the inbound FDI
firms has helped enhance our understanding of the diversity in the patterns of FDI
companies operating in China and their management practices. However, the ethnocentric
approach used in research inquiry may have created the unexplored challenge of
identifying potentially similar diverse patterns of the outbound FDI of Chinese firms,
leaving further gaps in building China HRM models to suit both domestic and
international business environments. So what else remains to be known, besides the need
to build a solid HRM theory within China?
There have been many calls for refining the existing organisation and management
theories and developing new theories via conducting indigenous management research in
China in order to contribute to global management and organisation knowledge (e.g.,
Li and Tsui 2002; Tsui et al. 2004; Tsui 2004, 2007; De Cieri et al. 2007). The current
review of 107 empirical studies as well as additional more than 30 overviews and
conceptual papers (see Appendix 1) suggest that some endeavours were attempted to
answer the calls in the field of building and refining HRM theory inside and outside China.
Although the outcomes were not all glowing with insight about actual HRM in China,
considerable knowledge has been accumulated as a basis for understanding the complex
cultural and institutional contexts under which HR, ER/IR is managed within different types
of business enterprises operating in China. Prior research has also attempted to build
knowledge about various functions of HRM within Chinese firms, with a focus on one
function (e.g., compensation and reward) rather than another (e.g., HR planning).
Therefore, in the remainder of the study, we focus on a future research agenda, addressing
seven areas of HRM in China which, so far, have not been fully researched and well
understood. In conclusion, we address the limitations of this review and provide some
guidelines in building relevant HRM models in China.
C. Zheng and D. Lamond2214
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Future research direction
Characteristics and roles of HR practitioners and professionals
While a significant number of studies have devoted to examining the changing role of HR
professionals in the western countries (e.g., Rynes, Colbert and Brown 2002; Kochan
2004; Moore and Gardner 2004; Francis and Keegan 2006), little is known about the
number and characteristics of Chinese HR practitioners and professionals, and their roles
and functions within organisations. Additionally, a professional body that governs the
industry code of conduct in terms of human resource management ethics is perhaps
non-existent, except the Hong Kong Institute of Human Resource Management
(HKIHRM) (http://www.hkihrm.org). However, HKIHRM’s representation of and
influence on HR practitioners in China is unclear.
It is not our intention to advocate the imitation approach as De Cieri et al. (2007)
proposed in enhancing the global knowledge of HRM in other less-researched countries,
and promote the establishment of similar professional bodies here and there in China as
commonly established in the West. However, our point here is that just as we need to know
about the HRM techniques in China, we also need to know who is charged with
organisational responsibility for these techniques, why they use these techniques, how
effective they believe they are, and what skills and knowledge are required of them to use
these techniques. We have seen limited studies (e.g., Mitsuhashi, Park, Wright and Chua
2000) attempt to understand the perceptions of HR managers on the effectiveness of HRM
functions in the foreign (Japanese) firms operating in China. More research is required to
build a better understanding of characteristics and roles of Chinese HR practitioners and
professionals.
Decision making process of HR practitioners
There has been some research on examining the influence of culture and guanxi on the
managerial decision making on other business matters (e.g., Wang and Nicholas 2007).
Little is known how the culture and guanxi actually influence HR professionals and
practitioners, as well as line managers in China on making various decisions regarding
people matters such as recruitment, selection, career advance and promotion. Similar
concerns were expressed in the review conducted by Zhu et al. (2008).
Work-life balance – family friendly practices
In recent years, work-life balance (WLB) has been widely discussed in the mainstream of
human resource management (HRM) as well as industrial and organisational psychology
literature. Many human resource professionals, employers associations, government
departments, trade unions, academics, voluntary organisations and think-tanks around the
world have debated, and often enacted, policies and practices designed to promote WLB
(Fleetwood 2007, p. 351). However, these discussions have been largely in the contexts of
Western organisations, not in China with a quarter of the world’s population, or in the
many emerging large Chinese international corporations. WLB is used to imply an
industrial or employment relationship approach that is adopted by organisations to
facilitate the reconciliation of employees’ paid employment and their life outside work
(Osterman 1995; Nord, Fox, Phoenix and Viano 2002).
Two empirical studies of WLB in the context of China (Spector et al. 2004; Wang
and Walumbwa 2007) were included in the current review. However, because the design
of the studies was of a comparative nature, the substance of family friendly practices
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in Chinese organisations was largely overlooked. Given Chinese employees generally
emphasise the value of the family, the test of the theory of linking WLB both to firm
performance and to individual wellbeing in the Chinese society may yield more fruitful
results in understanding how people and systems work to achieve both economic success
and cultural sustaining than the testing of only high performance and high commitment
HRM models.
Influence of the new labour law on HRM practices
Along with the understanding of family-friendly HRM practices in the context of various
Chinese institutions governing (in real sense) Chinese work and life, the link of 2007 New
Labour Law to work-life conflict/balance is another area that requires a close examination.
In addition, a new tide of research on this institutional context of HRM practices will
emerge in years to come (see Shen 2007) again piquing the interests of researchers outside
China as the earlier trend shows (see the dominant focus of evaluating IR/HR contexts in
China in Table 3). But perhaps, this time, research questions may shift from focusing on
the impact and implications of institutional changes on American or European
multinational companies to examining the implications of HRM practices of Chinese
firms, many of which have been expressing concern about the negative impact of the new
law on their capacity to compete in the wider marketplace (cf. Tsang 2008; Warner 2008).
This also leads us to look at the fifth area of future research on Chinese version of
international HRM.
Globalising HRM with Chinese characteristics
As mentioned previously, a few studies focused on the exploration of the issues of
international HRM for those outbound FDI Chinese firms (e.g., Shen and Edwards 2004;
Shen 2006; Tung 2007). The impact of management practices of Chinese firms in the
global arena is yet to be assessed, and it must, as happened in the 1970s and 1980s for
those Japanese international firms (Tsui et al. 2004). The fusion of Chinese management
practices worldwide may not be easily perceived within the current limits in theorisation
from the China end. However, we encourage researchers to start documenting the patterns
of transfusion and identify trends of unexpected outbound transfer of Chinese
management practices. We concur with Zhu et al. (2008, p. 150) that:
The amalgamation of Western HRM practices and Chinese HRM practices or ‘HRM with a
Chinese flavour’ may provide a stepping stone for a truly global HRM system. Therefore, all
managers need to keep an open mind and look past the geographic borders to see the global
implications of what they can learn in the Chinese context.
To learn, we need to learn what we can learn, so documenting the success of international
HRM practices by Chinese globalised firms is an important first step.
Human resource information systems (HRIS) in Chinese firms
We are living in the information and technology era. It is the advanced technology and
information more readily accessed by many young generations of Chinese that has perhaps
brought China quicker to be in line with the world development after many years of the
deliberate closure to the outside under Mao Zedong’s regime. The advancement of
knowledge in every sphere of social science is made possible in China, largely due to the
development of information systems enabling a greater ability to look at China from
the outside, and to learn about the outside from within China. We would expect that there
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might be some upgrades of human resource and management information systems in
recent years to accommodate rapid transformation of Chinese organisations since the
millennium and this may have overcome some HR barriers in quality management in
China (Glover and Siu 2000). Yet, the research of HR information systems, their adoption
and influence on Chinese firms has not been readily available as it has in other contexts, for
example in Singapore (e.g., Teo, Lim and Fedric 2007).
HRM practices in SMEs
The last aspect of the research is addressing the HRM practices among the increasing
number of small and medium sized enterprises that have developed in China since the
1990s (Cunningham and Rowley 2007). Relatively few empirical studies have been
devoted to examining HRM among Chinese SMEs (with the exception of Cooke 2005;
Zheng et al. 2006). The importance of examining HRM practices in SMEs is two-fold. One
is that many indigenous HRM methods may be directly generated from this large number
of enterprises, currently accounting for 99% of all Chinese firms (Cunningham and
Rowley 2007). SMEs could provide rich and essential enterprise background for
theorising the unique HRM practices in China.
Second, China depends on SMEs for further growth and internationalisation, because
the flexible approach taken by SMEs to quickly adapt to the changes of management
practices fits well with the Communist Party’s fluid reform agenda. The impact of SMEs
on national economic growth and on the globalisation of Chinese economy may result in
placing a greater focus on HRM, leading to the need to further evaluate the effects of HRM
on SME performance (Zheng et al. 2006).
Conclusion
We have endeavoured to conduct a thorough review of 107 empirical studies relating to
China HRM, carried out over the past 30 years and published in the relevant leading
journals. We find that, despite the obvious significance of how a quarter of the world’s
population might be more effectively managed in an organisational context, HRM in
China is not treated as a mainstream subject of study. Rather it is seen from non-Chinese
eyes as a matter for comparative examination and a subset of International HRM. Indeed,
the clear conclusion drawn from this review is that a specific model of China HRM is yet to
be fully developed, as a result of the overwhelming emphasis on research dealing with
HRM in China as it compares to western organisations. Research focused on HRM
practices among Chinese firms is seen to lack theoretical rigour, and considered to be
unlikely to make a significant contribution to enhancing global knowledge in the field,
despite the proportion of the world’s human resources involved.
That being said, to the extent our study is methodologically consistent with that of
previous similar reviews (see for example, Li and Tsui 2002; Peng et al. 2001; Quer et al.
2007), it also suffers the same limitations, which should be noted. Our current study
is limited by not reviewing Chinese management literature published inside China.
As recently commented by Tsui (2007), language remains the major barrier for the home-
grown local Chinese scholars to share their research ideas and results with the international
academic community, even though they may possess greater insight about Chinese
management phenomena. Peng et al. (2001, p. 96) also lamented the incompatibility of
articles published in Chinese language journal outlets with English outlets because of
different research methodology and intellectual approach. Wright (1988) painstakingly
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traced the pre-war historical writings by the Chinese scholars to evaluate their influence on
Chinese enterprise management, but only found that ‘very little notice is taken (by the
Chinese scholars) of the work of other scholars either inside or outside China’ , as a result,
‘a more systematic analysis of the strengths and weakness of (the contemporary) Chinese
management . . . and the creation of a management which is both modern and Chinese’
would be problematic, if not entirely impossible (p. 214, emphasis added). Having said
that, with the rising emphasis on the importance of education and research on Chinese
enterprise management in recent times, it is still worthwhile to conduct a separate review
of the contemporary writings, as in line with Wright’s (1988) approach to study the
pre-war Chinese writings, in order to examine the HRM issues that have been addressed by
Chinese management thinkers in journal outlets inside China.
Our review is further limited by the use of the SSCI listing as a criterion for
determining the extent of the research being published. As we have indicated at several
points throughout the study, this is an important topic, worthy of further examination and
should be undertaken again with a wider, more inclusive approach to the published
research.
Furthermore, we acknowledge a significant number of books published in the field of
management and HRM in China (see Appendix 2), and we may have therefore missed
some empirical studies included in the edited books and book chapters. In most cases, the
books and edited chapters usually contain the results generated from the empirical studies
published in the journals we have already included in this review. Nevertheless, additional
insights and in-depth analyses can be covered in books with less stridence by word limits
imposed by journal editors, hence deserve further reading.
To the extent we have developed a better understanding of what HRM practices have
been adopted in Chinese firms (cf. also Zhu et al. 2008), the complementary question, of
course, is ‘what else do we need to know?’ Based on the review, we have developed
seven important streams in the area of China HRM for future research, these are:
(1) characteristics and roles of HR practitioners and professionals; (2) decision making
process in developing HR policies and practices; (3) work-life balance – family friendly
practices; (4) influence of the new labour law on HR practices; (5) HRM in Chinese
globalised firms; (6) HRIS in Chinese firms; and (7) HRM practices in Chinese SMEs.
Our final concern is to address the importance of building solid theories in any
organisation and management research in China. The development of a unique China
HRM model seems to be challenging, if not impossible for researchers ‘outside’. It is
equally challenging for those scholars residing in China, who may not have been trained to
conduct social science research within the familiar frames of reference that constitute
appropriate research methodology and to strive to build relevant theories in the West. In a
recent paper by Zhu (2007), it is clear that the Chinese people tend to accept reform
without ‘theory’ more readily than their Western counterparts and, in many instances,
even refuse to ‘take any theory seriously’ (Zhu 2007, p. 1505). However, as China strives
to globalise, many researchers inside China are also under pressure to publish their works
in the leading international journals. This push factor has much encouraged Chinese
scholars to seek cooperation with researchers outside and eagerly and quickly to learn new
research methods (Tsui 2004, 2007). It is the time for researchers outside to ‘plunge in’
(Tsui 2006), working closely with local Chinese scholars in local languages in order to
gain a more comprehensive picture of what is ‘really’ going on in China. To take a leaf out
of Legge’s (1995) book, we need the kind of extensive examination of HRM practices in
organisations in China that enables us to separate the rhetoric from the reality. It is
expected that, in these joint efforts, researchers outside and inside China can build a wealth
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of knowledge about HRM in China. Recognising that such joint efforts may directly and
indirectly impact on one quarter of the planet’s population, management scholars, journal
editors and reviewers must not be hampered by the ‘international’ tag. We need to be all
the more inclusive to allow the exchange of ideas as a basis for theorising about and
developing new models of China HRM.
Acknowledgements
We wish to express our thanks for the helpful comments made by the anonymous reviewers, and
Malcolm Warner’s guidance in refining this study.
Notes
1. The impact factor is a measure of the frequency with which the “average article” in a journal has
been cited in a particular year or period. The number starts from zero, with no upper limit
(Thomson Scientific, 1994/2008). For example, if a journal published 25 articles in 2005, and
those 25 articles were subsequently cited a combined total of 125 times between 2005 and 2007,
the journal’s impact factor for 2005 would be 125/25 or 5.0.
2. We also carried out additional search for an non-SSCI but an area journal Asia Pacific Business
Review, using the similar search method. The result was that two empirical studies (Goodall and
Warner 1998; Bjorkman 2002) with key words ‘China’ and ‘HRM‘ were sparingly published
between 1994–2009.
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Appendix 2
A list of books relevant to the HRM studies in China
Brown, D.H., and Porter, R. (eds) (1996), Management Issues in China: Domestic Enterprises,
London: Routledge.
Byrd, W.A. (ed.) (1992), Chinese Industrial Firms under Reform, Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Chen, D.R. (1995), Chinese Firms between Hierarchy and Market, New York: St. Martin’s Press.
Child, J. (1994), Management in China during the Age of Reform, Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.
Child, J., and Lu, Y. (eds) (1996), Management Issues in China: International Enterprises, London:
Routledge.
Cooke, F. (2005), HRM, Work and Employment in China, London: Routledge.
Cooke, F. (2008), Competition Strategy, and Human Resource Management in China, Basingstoke:
Palgrave Macmillan.
Eyferth, J. (ed) (2006), How China Works: Perspectives on the Twentieth-Century Industrial
Workplace, London: Routledge.
Ji, Y.(1998), China’s Enterprise Reform: Changing State/Society Relations after Mao, London:
Routledge.
Laaksonnen, O. (1988), Management in China during and after Mao in Enterprises, Government and
Party, Berlin: Walter de Gruyter.
O’Leary, G. (ed.) (1997), Adjusting to Capitalism: Chinese Workers and the State, Armonk, NY:
M.E. Sharpe.
Shen, J., and Edward, V. (2006), International Human Resource Management in Chinese
Multinationals, New York: Routledge.
Shenkar, O. (ed.) (1995), Global Perspectives of Human Resource Management, Englewood Cliffs,
NJ: Prentice Hall.
Tang, J. (2005), Managers and Mandarins in Contemporary China: The Building of an International
Business Alliance, London: Routledge.
Tang, J., and Ward, A. (2003), The Changing Face of Chinese Management, New York: Routledge.
Tsui, A.S., Bian, Y.J. and Cheng, L. (eds) (2006), China’s Domestic Private Firms:
Multidisciplinary Perspectives on Management and Performance, Armonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe.
Wang, R.T. (1987), Personnel Management, and Organisational Behavior, Beijing: Commercial
Printing Hall.
Warner, M. (ed.) (1987), Management Reforms in China, London: Frances Pinter.
Warner, M. (1995), The Management of Human Resource in Chinese Industry, New York:
Macmillan Press.
Warner, M. (ed.) (1999), China’s Managerial Revolution, London: Frank Cass.
Warner, M. (ed.) (2003), The Future of Chinese Management, London: Frank Cass Publishers.
Warner, M. (ed.) (2008), Human Resource Management with Chinese Characteristics, London:
Routledge.
Zhu, C.J. (2005), Human Resource Management in China: Past, Current and Future HR
Practices in the Industrial Sector, New York: Routledge.
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